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ABSTRACT: Links between the built environment and human behaviour have long been of interest to those involved in the 
fields of urban planning and architecture, but direct assessments of the links between the three-dimensional building 
façade form and human behaviour are rare. Much work has been completed on subjects’ responses to the aesthetic of 
architectural frontages but this has generally been conducted using two-dimensional images of structures and in no way 
assesses human responses when in the presence of these structures. This research has set about observing the behaviour 
of individuals and groups in the public realm and recording their reactions to architecture which has a distinct three-
dimensional character, with particular reference to the street level façade.  The behaviour was recorded and quantified 
and indicated that there is significant differences in human behaviour around these various types of architecture.
INTRODUCTION 
A growing desire to live an environmentally sustainable 
lifestyle, in combination with the rapidly increasing costs 
of commuting to work, have precipitated an upsurge in 
the popularity of inner-city living. As a result, the 
demand for high quality public urban space is increasing. 
Despite this, the ability of designers to consistently 
produce popular Urban Public Spaces (UPS)’s has often 
proved to be difficult. The purpose of this research is to 
answer the question, “does the three-dimensionality of 
buildings at street level effect the social behaviour of 
people using the UPSs surrounding these buildings?”  
The hypothesis suggested is that buildings which have a 
significant degree of three-dimensionality will encourage 
users to populate the immediate area. This will increase 
the frequency and quality of social interactions which 
occur in these areas and thus encourage users to stay 
longer.   
To determine if there is a link between the three-
dimensionality of buildings which surround UPSs and 
the social behaviour of people within the immediate 
vicinity, a number of UPSs were located which were 
bordered by, or contained architecture which displayed 
some degree of three-dimensionality. These spaces were 
observed over several weeks and observations regarding 
the behaviour and distribution of people with regard to 
the architecture, were noted and examined.  
The results of this research may act as a guide for 
architects as they endeavor to design buildings which 
boarder UPSs and the resulting architecture may hence 
benefit the users of these future spaces. As a result, all 
residents and visitors to the city will benefit from a more 
pleasant environment and a more livable city. 
The subjects of these observations will be selected from 
within the city of Brisbane, in Queensland, Australia and 
from images and videos of cities overseas with which the 
researcher is familiar and about which, related media is 
available via the internet. 
This work continues and expands the research in the field 
of urban design exploring an as yet unexamined aspect. 
As a result, it is a preliminary investigation into the 
existence of any such phenomena. Much of the research 
presented and reviewed in this paper proposes many 
guiding factors associated with the design and use of 
UPSs but rarely does more than imply any relationship to 
three – dimensionality, if indeed any mention is made at 
all. The contextual background component of this paper 
focuses on important previous studies that reflect the 
history and importance of UPSs, as well as research 
regarding the significance of architectural design and 
engagement within these spaces. This in turn, seeks to 
highlight the lack of research into the relationship 
between three-dimensionality and public social behavior.   
159ISSN  2036 1602
THE PUBLIC SPACE OF EDUCATION | M. GuaraldaSPECIAL ISSUE #1/2013Ricerche e progett i  per i l  terr i tor io, la cit tà e l ’architettura
Eye on the Street? Sensory Experiences in Publ ic Places
LITERAT
Urban Publ
an essential
act as lung
refuge from
importantly
and visitors
beings (Mo
Despite thi
barren inho
go. Why i
similar desi
the buildin
success or f
Historically
civilised, li
economical
classical p
disseminate
(Moughtin, 
Throughout
surrounding
the provis
establishme
During the 
out of favo
vehicles in
public attitu
the natural 
along with 
precipitated
increase in
spaces. Cit
welcome re
city and pro
being amon
urban spac
public uses
2011).  
Since the r
century, th
factors affe
space. Dur
height, thu
shadow. Th
has resulted
these urban
during lunc
our cities c
which adds
simply prov
illustrated b
URE REVI
ic Spaces in t
 ingredient fo
s, recondition
 the pace o
, as a social 
 alike to co
ughtin, 1992. 
s, many UPS
spitable place
s it that som
gn are aband
gs which sur
ailure of them
, UPSs hav
veable cities
ly and socially
eriod by the
d into Eur
1992. p.87). 
 the histor
 these spaces
ion of a s
nt of the spati
first half of 
ur due to the 
to the city. M
de toward th
environment
an increase 
 a renaissan
 the perceive
y residents 
spite of gree
vide an oppo
g people. If 
e is also a v
 which help t
esidential ex
ere have bee
cting the des
ing this time
s plunging 
e increased c
 in an increa
 environment
h breaks. De
ontinue to be 
 to the amb
iding open s
elow, is no gu
EW  
he form of pa
r creating a l
ing a city’s 
f the city an
hub which a
nnect with th
p.87).  
s in cities ac
s where peop
e UPS thrive
oned? And w
round these p
 (Moughtin, 1
e long been
. They were 
 vital part of
 Greeks and
ope by the 
y of UPS 
 has been esse
ense of en
al quality and
the twentieth 
influx of ma
ore recently
e protection 
 and sustain
in the cost o
ce in inner-c
d value of u
often see th
nery which a
rtunity to enj
free from obs
aluable venue
o vitalise city
odus of our 
n a number 
ign of succe
, buildings 
many street 
apacity of the
se in populat
s which is pa
spite the incr
inundated wi
ient noise le
pace within a
arantee that i
rks and plaza
iveable city. 
air; an escap
d, possibly 
llows city dw
eir fellow hu
ross the worl
le are relucta
, while othe
hat role if an
laces play in
992. p.87)?
 associated 
established a
the city durin
 perpetuated
Roman Em
the archite
ntial for its ro
closure and
 character of U
century, UPS
ss-produced m
 however, a 
and enrichme
able developm
f commuting
ity living an
rban public
ese spaces 
dd character
oy the pleasu
tructions, a p
 for a numb
 spaces (Initi
cities in the
of changes in
ssful public u
have increase
level areas 
se taller buil
ion density w
rticularly app
eased cost of
th vehicular t
vels. As a r
 city, such as
t will be used
Page | 2
s are 
They 
e or 
most 
eller 
man 
d are 
nt to 
rs of 
y do 
 the 
with 
s an 
g the 
 and 
pire 
cture 
le in 
 the 
PS.
fell 
otor 
new 
nt of 
ent, 
, has 
d an 
open 
as a 
 to a 
re of 
ublic 
er of 
ative, 
 20th
 the 
rban 
d in 
into 
dings 
ithin 
arent
fuel, 
raffic 
esult, 
 that 
.
In
and
par
Th
not
and
“…
the
Th
des
fre
nat
res
pub
spa
On
suc
suc
no 
hav
tra
wil
clim
Th
peo
of 
Ma
ful
pro
hie
bef
Park -
Source: http
news
the early 1960
 still appears
ks and open
rough her obs
ed that many
 shunned site
people do no
re…” (Jacobs
e milieu of 
igners and 
quently goes 
ure of the e
earchers hav
lic spaces ar
ces, such as t
e such body
cessful UPS 
cessful desig
way guarant
e site specifi
nsplanting de
l fail to take
ate (Mought
is begs the q
ple will not o
the answer m
slow propose
filled for th
ductive. Mor
rarchical wit
ore the highe
 Bothwell Stree
://www.greene
/tag/parks acce
’s, Jacobs wa
 to be, a comm
 spaces pos
ervation of U
 of these spa
s of sordid b
t use city op
, 1961. p.42).
the modern 
architects w
unanswered. 
nigma that i
e investigate
e popular wh
hat illustrated
 of research 
design is not 
n from one si
ees success a
c needs and 
signs from di
 into accoun
in, 1992. p. 8
uestion, wha
nly attend, b
ay lie in Mas
d that human
em to be 
eover, he prop
h the lower 
r ones.
t, Leith, Engla
rleith.org/green
ssed on 15/09/
rned against w
only held vi
sess a self-e
PS in the Unit
ces have beco
ehaviour and
en space just
city has pre
ith a chal
In response 
s successful 
d the reason
ile other seem
 above, are sh
revealed that
simply a case
tuation to ano
s the new sit
requirements.
ffering region
t variations i
8). 
t does make 
ut seek out an
low’s Hierarc
s require basi
comfortable,
osed that the
ones requiri
nd. 
er-leith-
11
hat was then
ew that urban
vident virtue
ed States, she
me neglected
 explains that
 because it is
sented urban
lenge which
to the elusive
UPS design
s why some
ingly similar
unned. 
 producing a
 of copying a
ther. This, in
e is likely to
 Furthermore
s or countries
n culture and
a UPS a site
d enjoy? Part
hy of Needs
c needs to be
 happy and
se needs were
ng fulfilment
.
,
,
.
160
THE PUBLIC SPACE OF EDUCATION | M. GuaraldaSPECIAL ISSUE #1/2013
http:// in_bo.unibo.it
Ricerche e progett i  per i l  terr i tor io, 
la cit tà e l ’architettura
Eye on the Street? Sensory Experiences in Publ ic Places
Page | 3 
Source:  
http://www.chiron.valdosta.edu/whuitt/col/regys/maslow
Vitruvius’s somewhat more simplistic solution was that 
“…it (a public space) should be proportionate to the 
number of inhabitants, so that it may not be too small a 
space to be useful, nor resemble a desert waste for lack 
of population” (Moughtin, 1992. p. 93). 
This idea of suitability for purpose is expanded upon by 
Cullen (1971), who suggests that the design of the square 
and surrounding buildings should suit its specific purpose 
or alternatively, the square and its intended purpose 
should be complimentary to the function of the 
surrounding buildings. Developing on Cullen’s ideas of 
the design suiting its surroundings, Fredrick (2007, p.10), 
suggests that a UPS design should not only be 
commensurate with its surroundings but also discover 
and enhance its ‘genius loci’, literally genius of place. If 
done well, this will create a place that is deeply 
memorable for its architectural and experiential quality. 
Of significant importance to the success of a UPS is the 
consideration of for whom the space is being designed. 
Clearly identifying the user groups allows a designer to 
tailor the design for their specific needs. Studies 
conducted by Levy (1976) and Delor (1982) indicated 
that the people using UPS have changed. What once was 
the dominion of the elderly and poor has increasingly 
become a haunt of young and affluent individuals and 
groups. As a result the design of these public spaces 
should evolve to support these new needs (Serfaty-
Garzon, 1988). 
On way of achieving this was proposed by Winilkoff 
(1995, p.42) who suggested that involving the users and 
residents in the design process would allow designers to 
integrate their ideas into the final design of the UPS. 
Doing so would aid the designer in tailoring the space to 
suit the users and produce public spaces which are both 
inspiring and have strong local character. An added 
bonus is that this process fosters in those participating, a 
sense of civic pride. 
TABLE 1.1:KEY ATTRIBUTES OF SUCCESSFUL PLACES
KEY ATTRIBUTES INTANGIBLES MEASUREMENTS 
COMFORT AND 
IMMAGE 
Safety 
Charm 
History 
Attractiveness 
Spirituality 
Sittability 
Walkability 
Greenness 
Cleanliness 
Crime statistics 
Sanitation rating 
Building conditions 
Environmental data 
ACCESS AND 
LINKAGE 
Readability 
Walkability 
Reliability 
Continuity 
Proximity 
Connectedness 
Accessibility 
Traffic data 
Mode split 
Transit usage 
Pedestrian activity 
Parking usage patterns 
USES AND 
ACTIVITY 
Realness
Sustainability 
Specialness 
Uniqueness 
Affordability 
Fun 
Activity 
Usefulness 
Celebration 
Vitality 
Indigenousness 
‘home-grown’ 
quality 
Property values 
Rent levels 
Land-use patterns 
Retail sales 
Local business 
ownership 
SOCIALABILITY Co-operation 
Neighbourliness 
Stewardship 
Pride 
Welcoming 
Gossip
Diversity 
Storytelling 
Friendliness 
Interactivity 
Street life 
Social networks 
Evening use 
Volunteerism 
Number of women, 
children, and elderly 
Source: Carmona et.al., 2010. p 100 
Carmon, Tiesdell, Heath and Oc (2010) however, suggest 
that it is possible to generalise about the design of a UPS, 
as many preconceptions are the result of culture and 
upbringing. As a result, urban environments can be 
tailored to a particular cultural situation. To this end, 
Carmona provided a list of checks and measures for a 
successful UPS design as outlined in Table 1.1. 
Hence as more research is taken into consideration, it 
begins to become apparent that there is no simple 
solution to the problem of creating a successful UPS. 
While acknowledging that the behaviour of UPSs is a 
complex and highly site specific mechanism, Morris 
(1994) suggests that a good indicator of the quality and 
success of an urban public place is the frequency of use 
by people. He goes on to suggest that the presence of 
people will encourage others to join. As a consequence 
public space can stimulate interaction through the 
presence of music, art, food, discussion and festive day 
celebrations. 
Through observations of her neighbourhood in the 
United States in the 1950s and 1960s, Jane Jacobs was 
also able to draw a number of astute conclusions with 
regard to urban design. Among them were a number of 
general principals which she claims can deeply affect the 
destiny of UPS.  
Jacobs (1961) established that a public space which is not 
only occupied but busy throughout the whole day and 
into the late evening, will provide a passively enforced 
security and the powerful attraction of being around 
other people. 
This passive security, referred to as “eyes on the street” 
is the sociological imperative of people not wanting to be 
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seen doing the ‘wrong’ thing. This phenomenon could be 
part of the reason for the second principal which suggests 
that people want to be around other people, however it is 
more likely that this stems from a narcissistic desire to be 
seen or a voyeuristic urge to observe the lives of others. 
As the Bard laments, “all the world’s a stage and all the 
men and women merely players” (Craige, 1993). 
In his film, “The Social Life of Small Urban Spaces,” 
Whyte (1988) asserts that watching human public social 
activities is the primary reason people attend UPS. 
Becoming a player in this urban show takes only a poor 
second place. As a result, there needs to be a compelling 
reason for individuals or groups to populate or at least 
pass through a space and there needs to be a gallery from 
which to watch the show.  
The problem which arises is of course how to populate a 
public space constantly for an entire day, day after day? 
No one single user group will be able to achieve this and 
therefore it is essential that public urban space cater for 
and attract a wide variety of users to establish a diverse 
multi layered culture (Jacobs, 1961).
Through her observation of safe, well-populated public 
spaces, Jacobs garnered six elements which are common 
to these spaces. She refers to these as Intricacy, Centring, 
Sun, Enclosure, Exclusivity and Demand Goods. 
Intricacy refers to subtle expressions of differences at eye 
level which make the space interesting enough to make 
people want to return. Centring is the creation of a point 
within the space where one feels they have reached the 
spiritual centre, crossroad or climax of the space. Jacobs 
also notes that the provision of a variety of levels of 
direct and filtered sunlight is essential for attracting 
people. Enclosure in the form of buildings surrounding a 
public place is also important as they give the public 
space its shape and create contrast between the city and 
the space so that it appears as an important event in the 
city scene. Exclusivity within an urban area is suggested 
as a requirement for a public space to be well patronised. 
The final factor discussed by Jacobs is the presence of a 
demand good. These include such things as a pool, 
sporting fields, fishing, carnivals or carnival-like activity, 
music, plays and a performance area or other specialised 
facilities. These demand goods can exercise an attraction 
significant enough to populate a space despite many 
other negative issues with that space (Jacobs, 1961). 
Kevin Lynch also examined the urban design of cities in 
the United States in the 1950s and 1960s. He, unlike 
Jacobs, achieved this through interviews with the 
inhabitants of these cities.  
Lynch (1960) established five elements which combine 
to make up the image of a city. He called these paths, 
edges, districts, nodes and land marks. Through a study 
of these elements individually and in relation to each 
other, he was able to draw a number of conclusions 
regarding the form and function of these factors. 
Of these elements, UPS fall into the node category which 
Lynch defines as a “…strategic foci into which the 
observer can enter.” Lynch goes on to explain that 
despite being conceptually small, these may in fact be 
large public squares, shopping malls or even large central 
garden districts.  
Lynch views nodes as junctions or breaks in the flow of 
locomotion. He noticed through his interviews, that at 
these junctures people heighten their attention to aid the 
decision making process and as a result, observed nearby 
elements with heightened clarity. Consequently, a strong 
physical form is not essential to the recognition of a node 
but where the space has some distinctive form, its impact 
is much stronger.  
Through his interviews, he concluded that the most 
successful nodes are those that stand out as being unique 
while intensifying an attribute of the surrounding area. 
This may be established by “…the singular and 
continuous quality of the walls, floor, detailing, lighting, 
vegetation, topography or skyline of the node” (Lynch, 
1960. p.182). 
The Significance of Architecture and the Importance 
of the Edge
While the guidelines and suggestions presented by these 
researchers are many and varied, they each share a 
consideration of the buildings which surround and define 
UPS. Frederick (2007, p.7) explains that in the suburbs, 
buildings are elements within space, while buildings in 
the city actually define space. Cullen (1971) refers to the 
ways in which buildings divide the city’s public realm as 
closure. 
Of the factors mentioned above that are considered to 
increase the potential of producing a successful UPS, 
many can be satisfied with well-designed surrounding 
architecture. Such well-considered designs could then 
provide: 
 a boundary or border which defines the  urban space, 
 building details and finishes which provide a unique 
identity and work toward enhancing or establishing 
genius loci, 
 facilities and vendors housed in the podium levels 
which attract individuals to the area and 
 shelter, comfort and anchorage to those wishing to 
spend time here. 
The significance of the role architecture plays in the 
success of UPS is indicated in the prevalence of the 
prescription of active frontage in urban redevelopment 
schemes. Through the inclusion of the phrase “active 
frontage,” developers hope to inspire the design of 
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buildings which will enrich and enliven the public 
spaces. This is an acknowledgment that a lack of edge 
activity in public spaces makes for a dull spatial 
experience (Sanders and Schroder, 2008. p.132). One 
example of this planning trend can be seen in the 
National Capital Plan for Canberra. It states in 
Amendment 60 that “blank facades to public streets are 
to be avoided”… noting that ground level frontage 
should be active and enliven public spaces. 
In addition to this, surrounding building facades provide 
many of Jacobs’ requirements such as a clear 
demarcation between what is public space and what is 
private space, the notion of “eyes upon the street” and 
spaces with a continuous flow of users through them 
(Jacobs, 1960. p. 45). 
Human behaviour in the public realm is largely 
influenced by what the environment facilitates. People 
will not generally look through a window that does not 
exist or sit on a chair that is not there. As a major 
element in the UPS, building facades can provide 
opportunities for interaction and activity or alternatively, 
a blank surface which discourages activity (Carmona et 
al., 2010. p. 106). 
Cullen (1971, pp. 97-105) observed that a fixed object 
acts as a magnet to movable objects: the most movable 
object in town is the human being. Humans need 
anchorage in their various outdoor activities such as 
trade, recreation and social life. Urban open space is 
essential but it needs to be furnished to encourage people 
to form groups. These objects may provide shelter or 
shade but due to their immovability, these anchors 
provide a recognisable rally point. Opportunities 
therefore surely exist for building facades to provide 
some of these anchors. 
Engaging With Building Façades 
Lynch (1960. p.8) suggests that to form a useful 
environmental image, the discrete environment requires a 
distinctive identity, a sense of structure and some 
significance to the observer. This implies that the 
principal element responsible for a sense of identity in 
UPSs is the surrounding buildings and particularly their 
façades. Thus it may be implied that to create a sense of 
identity through the design of building facades, 
necessitates the examination of how we experience and 
interpret these elements. 
Our aesthetic appreciation of the urban environment is 
primarily visual and kinaesthetic, involving our 
awareness of the movement of all parts of our body 
(Carmona et al., 2010. p.130). To truly experience a 
space however, it is necessary to engage the contact 
senses, also referred to as ’intimate sensing’. These 
senses include the haptic sensory system which refers not 
only to touch but also the subcutaneous perception of 
surface texture, contour, pressure, temperature, humidity, 
pain and visceral sensation. As Menin (2003, p. 45) 
surmises, environmental perception engages our full 
capacity for sensory perception in an interpretation of our 
body in context. Hence, to know a place is to experience 
that environment. 
It can also be argued that perception of an environment 
depends not only on what an individual perceives but 
also how they interpret it. That is to say, reality may be 
engaged in two ways; subjectively, by which one 
presumes a oneness with the object of concern; or 
objectively, by which a detachment is presumed. 
Fredrick (2007, p 23) clarifies this by stating that   
“Objectivity is the province of the scientist, technician, 
mechanic, logician, and mathematician. Subjectivity is 
the milieu of the artist, musician, mystic, and free spirit. 
Citizens of modern cultures are inclined to value the 
objective view….but both modes of engagement are 
crucial to understanding and creating architecture.” In 
western society, individuals generally engage objectively 
with their environment at first and as it becomes more 
familiar, they can move into a more subjective analysis 
of their surroundings. At this point, the experience 
depends on the values, expectations and pre-conceptions 
an individual brings to the perceptual experience. It is 
however, possible to generalise to some extent, as many 
of these preconceptions are the result of culture and 
upbringing. As a result, urban building facades can and 
should be tailored to accommodate a particular cultural 
situation (Carmona et al., 2010). 
Carmona, Tiesdell, Heath and Oc (2010) also suggest 
that the aesthetic aspect of a façade may also be imbued 
with some extent of symbolism. This symbolism may be 
culturally based or more universal and has the potential 
to denote the purpose of a building or even the 
importance of the activities which take place within. 
At the beginning of the 20th century, Adolf Loos argued 
that the human race had evolved beyond the need for 
ornamentation as it was costly and time consuming to 
create and offered no additional value to the objects it 
adorn. He went on to draw parallels between the violent 
culture of Papuan tribesman, their facial tattoos and the 
ornamentation of modern buildings, suggesting that to 
adorn modern building with unnecessary embellishments 
was not only a waste of time and money, but also the 
social and moral equivalent of killing and eating ones 
neighbour (Loos, 1998. P.168). 
This anti-ornamentation paradigm gained support 
through the designs and writings of Le Corbusier who 
professed that simplicity was a basic principal of 
architectural design. He went on to argue that simplicity 
was not equivalent to poverty as it was a conscious 
choice. Le Corbusier repeatedly advised architects to 
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avoid arbitrarily complicated forms, explaining that if we 
let the silhouette of a house look like the silhouette of a 
city and increase the number of these housed in a street, 
the result would be a “cacophony…a disastrous: turmoil 
of  jagged edges” (Guiton, 1981, pp. 33-36).  
Cullen (1971, p. 155), in a modernist assertion 
reminiscent of Le Corbusier and Loos, suggests that the 
texture is the maximum effect possible from a wall and 
walls, as a result, should be painted white to gain 
maximum appreciation of their texture.  
Although somewhat understating the potential of the 
humble wall, Cullen’s comments regarding texture do 
present a valid point, in that the texture a wall presents to 
the public realm is one of its most significant attributes. 
The texture of a wall however, is comprised of much 
more that simply the form of the material used to create 
it. The true visual texture of a wall is comprised of the 
location and shape of the windows and doors and the 
treatment of the corners and intersections of materials, 
along with many other small-scale details which are part 
of its form. This texture is the most critical factor to 
consider when locating a new building within an existing 
built context (Tucker and Ostwald, 2004. p 3). 
Contrary to the opinions of Loos and Le Corbusier, 
recent research has indicated the people prefer the look 
of a more complex building façade (Heath et al., 2000). 
Research through interviews has also revealed that 
subjects found elements such as scale, symmetry, texture 
and ornamentation can create a sense of richness within a 
building’s façade which those viewing it often prefer 
(Tucker and Ostwald, 2004. p. 7). These detail elements 
within the façade are also the same as those associated 
with what generates the ineffable ‘character’ of a 
building (Stamps, 1999. p. 452). 
To this end, much research has been conducted into what 
it is that makes a building façade attractive to the general 
public. Tucker and Ostwald (2004, p. 9) considered the 
visual relationship of the component parts of the building 
to one another and the face of the building in its entirety, 
as well as the use of ornamentation and visible textures 
and the scale of elements within the composition. Their 
findings suggest that adherence to a set of ratios can 
precipitate pleasing combinations.  
Using a mathematical method of establishing relative 
scale called Van der Laan septaves, Stamps (1998, p. 21) 
generated several two dimensional building facades with 
varying levels of detail and asked subjects to identify 
their preferred façade. The results indicated that 
individuals had a preference for greater levels of detail 
particularly regarding door and window trim. 
Utilizing computer-aided modelling to examine how 
streetscapes were perceived by people at different 
distances or scales, Tucker and his colleagues found a 
similar public preference for detail in these views. 
Literature Summary
Of the studies completed regarding the appeal of building 
facades, the common trend appears to be that the public 
have a preference for more complex designs. These 
studies also suggest a shortcoming in the research in that 
they address the issue of the façade as a two dimensional 
one. That is to say, they have examined the composition 
of facades as a two dimensional elevation rather than a 
three dimensional object in space. In the light of the 
research regarding how people experience space, this 
appears to be a major oversight. 
Historically public urban spaces have served as 
somewhere for children to play, a place for enjoyable 
walks and unplanned interactions and also as settings for 
individuals to rest, meet and exchange ideas, for group 
and individual self-expression and as a staging point for 
protests public addresses (Morris, 1994. p. 89). It would 
now seem that with recent trends towards increased 
residential occupation of our urban centres, the need for 
quality urban pubic space is as significant now as it ever 
has been. As Web notes, “actors and décor have changed 
but the need for a stage remains. In public space, 
pedestrian is king” (Morris, 1994. p. 45). 
The literature suggests that building facades which 
surround UPS are acutely important as they serve many 
important utilitarian functions as well as providing the 
aesthetic qualities that good designs bring to these 
environments. 
The literature also suggests that richness of the aesthetic 
quality of these façades improves the quality of public 
urban spaces and implies that the three-dimensional 
nature of these façades may be a significant factor in the 
richness and usability of these spaces. The relationship 
between these however, appears to be a topic that has 
scarcely and only anecdotally been investigated.  
As a response to this need, this research has attempted to 
take initial steps into identifying the significance of this 
aspect of urban design. 
The study has also taken into account Baker’s Ecological 
Psychology (Bell, 2001. p. 124 ff) which professes that 
environment and inhabitants create a “behaviour setting” 
which dictates a group’s behaviour within that setting. 
Individuals have varying levels of stimulation 
requirements which will change within each person 
depending upon mood. For this reason, individuals and 
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groups will locate themselves in a position which most 
closely satisfies their requirements for stimulation. 
Although this initially suggests a conflict with the 
theories espoused by Maslow, they are not mutually 
exclusive. Individuals will locate themselves in a 
position which most closely satisfies all of their 
psychological and physical requirements. That is to say, 
they will find a position which will be physically 
comfortable as well as satisfying their psychological 
need for stimulation (Bell et.al. 2001).
METHODOLOGY 
The aim of this research was to establish the existence of 
a link between the three-dimensionality of buildings, be 
it facades or associated structures, and human social 
behaviour. The research takes into account both 
qualitative and quantitative research frameworks. A 
scientific approach considering control, operational 
definitions and hypothesis testing was utilised in 
conjunction with qualitative analysis which considered 
the importance of the subjective, experiential world of 
human beings. The study was structured so as to consider 
the processes of defining a problem, forming a 
hypothesis, designing a study, selecting samples, 
gathering and analysing data, drawing conclusions and 
reporting results. It did however, also consider 
ethnographical research methods that construct a picture 
of a groups cultural and perceptual world. The work was 
also based on a model of action research suggested by 
Lewin (Burns, 1990. p. 223), in that it may be utilised as 
a method of applying fact finding to practical problem 
solving in a social situation with a view to improving the 
quality of action within it. In that it is intended to inform 
future architectural design of UPS, the research aims to 
improve the practical judgement in concrete situations 
and the validity of theories it generates depends not so 
much on scientific tests of truth, as on its usefulness in 
helping people function more intelligently and skilfully.  
To guide the research design and clarify the intent of the 
research, the question was posed, ‘does the three-
dimensionality of buildings at street level effect the 
social behaviour of people using the spaces surrounding 
these buildings?’ This precipitated the hypothesis that the 
buildings surrounding UPSs which possess a high degree 
of three-dimensionality at street level, are more likely to 
encourage people to congregate and therefore increase 
the opportunity for social interactions. 
To clarify the purpose of this research and the structures 
being investigated, built environment elements were 
classified as: 
1. Support: three dimensional elements such as stairs, 
ramps, fixed seating, rails ledges, etc. extending into 
the public realm. 
2. Shelter: three dimensional elements such as awnings 
and other overhead structures extending into the 
public realm. 
3. Sheer surfaces: walls with no penetrations or 
extensions into the public realm. 
4. Open: horizontal surfaces - open flat surfaces with no 
nearby building facades where nearby is classified as 
within 3 metres as suggested by Jacobs (1961, p. 83).  
Because of the preliminary nature of this inquiry, 
investigation techniques which provide a broad 
understanding of what is occurring were to be employed. 
Appropriate UPSs were selected based upon the presence 
of structural three-dimensionality. The spaces utilised for 
the purpose of this research are King George Square, 
Brisbane Square and Queen’s Park, all of which are 
located within the Central Business District of Brisbane 
City.  
Observation techniques have been selected as they 
provide an opportunity to observe behaviour in 
environmental conditions.  
To reduce the chance of observational errors, the 
behaviours observed were limited to observable 
behaviours such as eye contact, conversation and 
physical contact. Other activities such as smoking, eating 
and interacting with mobile electronic devices were also 
recorded as it was considered that they may provide 
further information at the time of analysis.  
Armed with a map of the UPS, a clip board and a pen, 
the researcher walked through and around around the 
UPS under observation, noting on the map the location of 
individuals and groups within the space and utilising a 
code system, observing their social activity. One pass of 
the spaces only was made within each time period for 
each day and people passing through the spaces without 
stopping were not considered. 
Five observations were taken each day in each of the 
UPSs under observation, one in each of the five 1½ hour 
time periods throughout the day from 9 am to 4:30 pm. 
As the primary objective was to ascertain if there exists a 
relationship between architectural form and social 
behaviour, correlation analysis was employed. This 
involved the data gathered being entered into a spread 
sheet and analysed using simple percentage calculations 
and visual analysis of the resultant graphs. 
Descriptive research as defined by Bell, (1978. p. 13) 
was also recorded during observations. These results 
were subsequently reviewed and points of interest noted 
to aid with later analysis. 
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RESULTS 
The following results are records of the number of people 
recorded within the close vicinity of the indicated 
structures. 
Part 1 
Graphs 1 to 3 show the results recorded in Brisbane, 
Queensland. Graph 4 shows the total numbers of people 
as a percentage of the total number within the space. 
Site 1 Weekday Results 
Graph 1: The average number of people in the proximity of  
types of architecture in Brisbane Square on weekdays.
Site 2 Weekday Results 
Graph 2: The average number of people in the proximity of  
types of architecture in King George Square on weekdays.
Site 3 Weekday Results 
Graph 3: The average number of people in the proximity of  
types of architecture in Queens Park on weekdays. 
Weekday Total Numbers %
Graph 4: The number of people in the proximity of types of 
architecture in Brisbane UPSs as a percentage of the total 
number in the space on weekdays. 
Weekend Total Numbers %
Graph 5: The number of people in the proximity of types of 
architecture in Brisbane UPSs as a percentage of the total 
number in the space on weekends. 
Social Behaviour Relative to Structure Type 
Graph 6: The types of social behaviour taking place in the 
proximity of types of architecture in Brisbane UPSs as a 
percentage of the total number recorded in each architectural 
proximity.
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The table below is a summary of the anecdotal notes taken during observations of the UPSs in Brisbane. 
Table 1 
Time Queen Victoria Park Brisbane Square King George Square 
B
ef
or
e 
9:
00
 
Generally empty save for through traffic. Predominant behaviour is sitting alone 
smoking.
Predominant behaviour is sitting alone 
smoking. 
These results were compiled and 
summarised as an indicative sample only. 
These were intended to provide an 
international and cross-seasonal perspective 
to the study. 
9:
00
 &
 1
0:
30
 Increase in social pairs and parent and child 
groups. 
Slight increase in pedestrian traffic, 
increase in quality of interactions between 
individuals, increase in social pairs and 
groups sitting talking and eating and 
window shopping.
Slight increase in pedestrian traffic, 
increase in quality of interactions between 
individuals, increase in social pairs and 
groups sitting talking and eating and 
window shopping. 
10
:3
1 
&
 
12
:0
0 
Generally similar to previous observations.  
Some individuals and groups seeking 
spaces to sit on the ground under trees.
Significant increase in pedestrian traffic, 
increase in relative number of individuals 
and pairs standing in the open, increase in 
social pairs and groups sitting talking and 
eating and window shopping.
Significant increase in pedestrian traffic, 
increase in relative number of individuals 
and pairs standing in the open areas, 
increase in social pairs and groups sitting 
talking and eating and window shopping. 
12
:0
1 
&
 1
:3
0 
Increase in number of people located in 
open sitting on the grass in groups or on 
own, seating utilisation stable. Occasionally 
individuals can be found against the sheer 
walls reading or interacting with electronic 
devices.
Pedestrian traffic has levelled off, support 
areas populations increased predominantly 
pairs and small groups. Standing in open 
spaces has reduced with the reduction in 
pedestrian traffic (could be due to reduced 
sense of anonymity or perhaps they were 
looking for someone and have found that 
person) reduced occurrence of individuals 
smoking on own.
Traffic has levelled off support areas 
populations increased predominantly pairs 
and small groups. Standing in open spaces 
has reduced with the reduction in pedestrian 
traffic (could be due to reduced sense of 
anonymity or perhaps they were looking for 
someone and have found that person) 
reduced occurrence of individuals smoking 
on own. 
1:
31
 &
 3
:0
0 Generally similar to previous observations.  Some individuals and groups seeking 
spaces to sit on the ground under trees.
Significant increase in pedestrian traffic, 
increase in relative number of individuals 
and pairs standing in the open, increase in 
social pairs and groups sitting talking and 
eating and window shopping.
Significant decrease in pedestrian traffic, 
increase in relative number of individuals 
and pairs standing in the open areas, 
increase in social pairs and groups sitting 
talking and eating and window shopping.
3:
01
 &
 
4:
30
 
Some social pairs and small groups 
remaining. 
Slight increase in pedestrian traffic, high 
quality of interactions between individuals, 
social pairs and groups sitting talking and 
window shopping.
Slight increase in pedestrian traffic high 
quality of interactions between individuals. 
G
en
er
al
 An increase in pedestrian traffic in all spaces toward the end of the day but no corresponding increase in social interactions.
 Quality of activity during off peak times is better (i.e. more talking, less sitting alone smoking) 
 Some evidence of hierarchical filling of spaces with support filling first (to a point) and sheer spaces last. When sheer reach a certain 
capacity then the other areas begin to fill even further in feedback loop type fission. 
 These observations do not take into account the relative amount of each type of space available. Variations here may result in different 
holding/saturation populations for each.  
 Less desirable furniture is not consciously visible until more desirable spaces are gone. 
 Some spaces feel sheer despite having an element of shelter because the wall at street level has no fenestrations (doors or windows) but 
may contain doors which read like walls. 
 King George Square: surprisingly better spatial quality - larger variety of spaces 
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Part 2 
Graph 7 represents the total numbers recorded from 
internet resources referring to Marktplatz in Bonn, 
Germany; Piazza della Cisterna in San Gimignano, Italy 
and Makartplatz in Salzburg, Austria. 
Internet Results  
Graph 7: The average number of people in the proximity of 
types of architecture as suggested through internet sources. 
DISCUSSION 
The results illustrated above in Graphs 1 to 3 indicate 
that people within UPSs in Brisbane prefer to locate 
themselves around three-dimensional structures. 
Furthermore, a strong preference appears to exist for 
support type structures. This preference is made even 
clearer when the results for each of the sites are 
combined and represented as a percentage of the total 
population of the spaces, as illustrated in Graph 4. 
Some variations in results can be observed between the 
three spaces. Visitors to Queens Park, for instance, show 
a much higher preference for the open spaces than in the 
other UPS. This is likely due to the fact that much of the 
open space within Queens Park is lawn, thus making it a 
more attractive and comfortable place to sit or lie down. 
The anecdotal notes in Appendix B further support this 
hypothesis. 
Although there appears to be a lack of use of the shelter 
within Queens Park, the anecdotal notes in Appendix B 
suggest the some individuals were seeking shelter under 
the trees within the park.  
Another apparent variation between the spaces is a 
higher preference for shelter at King George Square. This 
may be due to a combination of the immaturity of the 
trees in this space and the availability of a large amount 
of structural shelter provided by the roof of the café area. 
Despite these variations, Graph 4 illustrates that there is a 
significant preference for support structures, the demand 
for which is maintained throughout the day. Shelter 
structures are the second most popular, with an increase 
in preference for these structures in the hotter parts of the 
day. The population of these spaces generally tended to 
avoid sheer structural and open spaces during these 
observations. 
Graph 4 also indicates that the popularity of support 
structures drops somewhat in the middle of the day. This 
could be a result of a social saturation threshold being 
reached. This is not to say that all available space was 
occupied but rather, a maximum level of social comfort 
was reached, as indicated by Baker. This may also be a 
contributing factor to the increased presence of 
individuals standing in the open spaces during peak 
times. 
Results from internet sources show similar distribution 
patterns to those found in Brisbane. This not only 
supports the findings in Brisbane but also indicate that 
the trends may be similar in other countries and during 
different seasons. As noted previously, these 
observations were based on only three UPSs which are 
comparable in size to those studied in Brisbane and 
which would require further investigation to validate 
their effectiveness as comparative spaces. 
The anecdotal notes and the survey results regarding 
social behaviour demonstrate that the distribution of the 
observed behaviours changed throughout the day. As can 
be seen from these observations, the morning and 
evening peak times are more commonly associated with 
non-interactive behaviours such as smoking or 
interacting with mobile phones. During the weekends 
and off peak times, there is a higher prevalence of eye 
contact, talking and touching. This is also the case during 
the midday peak period but it is offset somewhat by the 
population increase and resultant increase in non-
interactive behaviours. 
One curious observation was also made here, in that the 
number of people standing in the open increased 
significantly as the population increased during the 
beginning of the midday peak. This could be explained 
by the Theory of Staffing (Bell, 1978. pp. 126-128),
which suggests that the environment and the population 
of that environment interact to produce a “behaviour 
setting”. The behaviour setting is preserved only while 
the population remains within a maintenance range. 
Based on this theory, it could be postulated that the 
maintenance range for one behaviour setting, that is, the 
0
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one where individuals avoid the open areas, is exceeded 
thus forcing it over a threshold and creating a new 
behaviour setting in which standing in the open is an 
acceptable behaviour. 
The apparent preference for support structures is 
congruent with Cullen’s assertion that people require 
emotional and social anchorage. In addition to this, they 
also provide physical comfort in the form of somewhere 
to sit or lean. This may enable longer stays and 
involvement in other activities such a eating or reading 
which are hence made easier through the presence of 
somewhere to place food or books. 
While previous investigations by Jacobs and Lynch have 
revealed some of the macroscopic concepts which 
contribute to the success of UPSs, this study has delved 
deeper into the influence of the structures which define 
UPS. It has attempted to go beyond the cursory two-
dimensional influences of building facades on 
individuals studied by Stamps, Tucker and Ostwald to 
investigate the public’s reactions to the three-
dimensional aspects of these structures.  
As a preliminary investigation into the influence of these 
aspects, these findings are not without limitations. As 
this study consisted primarily of correlation research, the 
possibility that the observed relationship may be caused 
by a third, unexamined factor cannot be ruled out (Bell, 
1978. p. 10). As the investigation was based on real 
world observations, it has not been possible to control or 
manipulate variables. As a result, this research has a 
relatively low level of internal validity (Bell, 1978. p. 
11). However, because they do occur within the real 
world, they have a high external validity.  
In this study, no account has been made of other 
influences such as the attraction and self-regulation of 
levels of social stimulus, the relatively limited number of 
observation days and sites, variations in the amount of 
each type of space available, or activity after dark and 
throughout a variety of seasons. 
The internet material consisted primarily of still shots 
and videos of subjects within UPSs. As a result, they 
may be of limited value due to the lack of background 
information, depth of understanding of the surroundings 
and other factors which may be impacting on the social 
activity.  
This data also provide limited insight into the qualitative 
aspect of this study related to social interactions, length 
of stay, completeness and accuracy of captured data and 
the like. 
It was possible however, to garner enough information 
from this data to reveal the existence of similar trends as 
those observed in the Brisbane UPSs. 
Also, the research methodology used here does not 
provide any insight as to why people are choosing to be 
where they are. This may be beneficial as the subjects 
may not be consciously aware of their reasons but it 
could be overcome by the inclusion of an interview with 
selected subjects.  
CONCLUSIONS 
The intended goals of this study were to determine if 
there may be a link between the three-dimensionality of 
buildings which surround UPSs and the social behaviour 
of people within the immediate vicinity.  
The results indicate that there is indeed a link which 
suggests that people are more likely to seek out spaces 
which provide support. They are more likely to linger in 
these spaces and as a result, increase the chances of 
social interaction occurring. 
Furthermore, as a result of the second phase of this 
investigation where internet sources from around the 
world were accessed and assessed, it can be asserted that 
these results may be indicative of an international trend. 
Restrictions include the fact that observations were based 
on only single moments and results were summarised on 
single graphs to present data and draw comparisons. 
They were also all European based and hence have not 
taken into consideration cultural differences that may 
affect behaviours in Asia, Africa or the Americas. 
Due to the preliminary nature of this investigation, there 
are many limitation including, most significantly, the 
limited breath and length of this research. As a result, it 
is recommended that further investigations be undertaken 
examining these relationships in more detail.  
Despite these limitations, there is significant support for 
the hypothesis that the form of the architecture 
surrounding and within an UPS, effects the distribution 
and social activities of individuals and groups within 
these areas. As a result, it may be suggested that 
designers of UPSs should include supporting and 
sheltering structures in the design of the façades of 
buildings which adjoin UPSs. 
These findings are preliminary in nature and are intended 
to provide a starting point for further investigation in this 
area.
Further studies could include investigation via self-
reporting measures that involve subjects reporting why 
they behaved in the way they did. This would need to be 
supported with further evidence as responses may 
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include bias on the part of the subject or an ignorance as 
to what they were doing or why they did it.  
Further research could also endeavour to establish the 
existence of a relationship between the location of 
support structures, public occupation of these structures 
and their relationship with visual stimulation. It may also 
be viable to investigate the different types of support 
structures and to determine which are more attractive to 
the public and why.  
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